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 Abstract  
Forty-five ESL teachers assessed three types of direct writing: essay writing, summary writing and guided 
writing, which were written by Malaysian secondary school ESL students. The ESL teachers used three 
scoring methods: holistic scoring method, analytic scoring method and primary trait scoring method to 
assess the students’ writing. The ESL teachers’ verbal responses about the scoring methods that they used 
to assess their students’ writing were recorded and analyzed. The teachers’ verbal responses revealed the 
strengths and weaknesses of each scoring method. The verbal responses also showed that the three scoring 
methods were suitable for classroom-based assessment of the three types of direct writing. 
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Direct writing requires students to write in reasonable length, which teachers often use to assess their 
language performance.  This is different from indirect writing, which could involve the use of multiple-
choice questions, in which students are not required to write at length.  Guided writing, summary writing 
and essay writing are the three types of direct writing that require students to write differently.  These three 
different types of writing test students‟ ability to understand and use correct grammar, to apply language 
skills for interpersonal purposes, to apply language skills for informational purposes, and to apply language 
skills for aesthetic purposes (Malaysian Examinations Syndicate, 2004).  
 
Students need to do well in the three types of direct writing as these three writing tasks require skills that 
can be applied to real life needs.  As stated by Takala (1988), written language has always played a 
dominant role in formal education. Typically, the acquisition of literacy (expressed through written means) 
is considered to be one of the most important tasks of the school, not only as a vehicle of learning, but as a 
means of achieving other goals as well.  Students through their school life are assessed on their writing 
ability, both at school level and also in national standardised examinations.  Various assessment systems are 
used depending on the writing task and the type of examinations.  
 
At the Sijil Pelajaran Malaysia level, the fifth form standardised exit examination, selected ESL teachers 
assess the English papers.  The Malaysian Examinations Syndicate trains these teachers to assess the papers 
and they use a specific scoring method.  In schools the assessment is naturally left to the classroom teachers 
who teach and assess writing.  They also prepare their students to sit for the SPM Examination.  These 
teachers are not given any specific scoring methods to assess their students‟ writing carried out as 
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There are, in fact, many types of scoring methods available for teachers to refer to when they assess their 
students‟ writing tasks.  Each scoring method is different from the other in the sense that each has different 
criteria for assessing students‟ writing product.  For example, the holistic scoring method looks at a 
student‟s written product generally and does not analyse the student‟s performance in detail, whereas the 
analytic scoring method looks into the details of the writing performance.  ESL teachers can make use of 
both scoring methods for classroom-based assessments to assess their students‟ writing performances with 
different scoring perspectives in mind.  
 
Since different scoring methods have different ways of looking into students‟ writing performances, this 
study designed three scoring methods for classroom-based assessments of guided writing, summary writing 
and essay writing in order to examine the efficacy of each method.  The three scoring methods designed 
were the holistic scoring method, the analytic scoring method and the primary trait scoring method.  The 
subjects chosen for this study were ESL teachers who taught at secondary schools in Malaysia.  This study 
investigated on the use of these three scoring methods in the assessment of guided writing, summary 




The objectives of this study were: 
 
1. To record and analyse the concurrent verbal protocols of 45 Malaysian secondary school ESL teachers 
as they assessed their students‟ essay writing, summary writing and guided writing using the holistic 
scoring method, analytic scoring method and primary trait scoring method. 
2. To find out whether the holistic scoring method, the analytic scoring method and the primary trait 





The following research questions were formulated based on the research objectives:  
 
1. What do the concurrent verbal protocols verbalised by the 45 Malaysian ESL teachers when they used 
the holistic scoring method, the analytic scoring method and the primary trait scoring method to score 
guided writing, summary writing and essay writing reveal about the three scoring methods? 
2. Are the holistic scoring method, analytic scoring method and primary trait scoring method suitable for 
classroom-based assessment of essay writing, summary writing and guided writing?  
 
Methodology and Procedures 
 
Forty-five ESL teachers assessed the same set of ESL students‟ writing samples during nine separate 
seminars and workshops, as shown in Figure 1.  Each seminar and workshop took one day (9.00 am to 4.00 
pm.). The seminar was held in the morning (8.00 am to 10.30 am) and the workshop was held after the 
seminar ended (11.00 am to 12.30 pm, and 2.00 pm to 4.00 pm).  During the seminars, the 45 ESL teachers 
were trained on how to use the scoring methods.   Then the teachers assessed the writing samples during the 
workshops.  While assessing, their verbal protocols were tape-recorded.   
 
The training given to the 45 ESL teachers during the seminars and workshops was in line with McNamara‟s 
(2000:44) belief that “initial and on-going rater training is an important way to improve the quality of rater-
mediated assessment schemes”.  The training took the form of a moderation meeting, and this moderation 
meeting had the function of bringing about broad agreement on the relevant interpretation of level 
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discussed in detail, with particular attention being paid to the way in which the level descriptors given in 
the scoring methods were being interpreted by individual raters.  
 
Figure 1 Schedules for Nine Seminars and Workshops 
No. Seminars and Workshops Raters  
1. Assessment of Guided Writing with the Analytic Scoring Method Rater 1 to 5  
2. Assessment of Guided Writing with the Primary Trait Scoring Method Rater 6 to 10 
3. Assessment of Guided Writing with the Holistic Scoring Method Rater 11 to 15 
4. Assessment of Summary Writing with the Holistic Scoring Method Rater 16 to 20 
5. Assessment of Summary Writing with the Primary Trait Scoring Method Rater 21 to 25 
6. Assessment of Summary Writing with the Analytic Scoring Method Rater 26 to 30 
7. Assessment of Continuous Writing with the Holistic Scoring Method Rater 31 to 35 
8. Assessment of Continuous Writing with the Analytic Scoring Method Rater 36 to 40 
9. Assessment of Continuous Writing with the Primary Trait Scoring Method Rater 41 to 45 
 Total number of teachers involved 45 
 
The views and opinions about the scoring methods were recorded by the ESL teachers while they were 
carrying out the assessment task, which formed a commentary on their actions and reasoning. These verbal 
protocols were recorded while the ESL teachers were assessing the writing samples. In other words, the 
verbalisation occurred during the decision making and the data collected from these verbalisations were 
referred to as concurrent data. Verbalisation can occur either during decision making when concurrent data 
is collected or after decision making when retrospective data is collected. The concurrent protocol analysis 
was chosen for this study because “it elicited a higher number of concurrent protocol segments than the 
retrospective protocol segments, and provided more insights into the decision-making steps occuring 
between stimulus introduction and the final choice outcome” (Kuusela and Paul, 2000:387).  
 
Results and Discussion 
 
Some strengths and weaknesses were found in all the three scoring methods used for the assessment of 
guided writing, summary writing and essay writing as verbalised by the 45 ESL teachers (Raters 1 to 45). 
These strengths and weaknesses should be taken into consideration when teachers want to use the scoring 
methods for classroom-based assessments. It was also found that all the ESL teachers agree to have these 
three scoring methods for classroom-based assessment of direct writing. The following sub-sections report 
the results of the study. 
 
The Assessment of Guided Writing 
 
The ESL teachers (Raters 1 to 5) who used the analytic scoring method to assess guided writing samples 
found that this scoring method was too detailed. They had to spend a lot of time assessing each writing 
sample. They complained that they felt tired assessing 20 samples of guided writing within the time 
constraints given during the seminar and workshop. However, they agreed that this scoring method would 
enable them to give fairer scores to all students. The following dialogue shows their verbal responses to this 
scoring method. 
 
These ESL teachers believed that the analytic scoring method was only suitable for classroom assessments 
if there were less than 20 students in a class in order to enable them to have enough time to concentrate on 
the assessments. As it is now, there were more than 40 students in an ESL classroom in Malaysia. Thus, it 
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This scoring method…… is too detailed. Ahhh… Don’t you think so? 
Yes, right……. It is taking too much of our time. I don‟t normally take such a long 
time correcting 20 samples of directed writing. 
Hmmmm. I am tired. 
Me too. It‟s almost 4.00 pm now. And….one, two, three……hmmm…I have six 
more scripts to finish. 
(laugh) I am tired too but I must admit that the analytic scoring 
method covers all language aspects. So students get fair chance to gain good marks. 
It‟s fairer.  
I agree but with 40 students in one class, can we be fair to students if we use this 
scoring method? You see……We might not be able to complete correcting all 
students‟ work in a very limited time. Aghh…… 
Right. It is only suitable for classroom assessments if there were less than 20 
students in a class. 
Raters 6 to 10 found the primary trait scoring method easy to use for assessing guided writing as they had 
to concentrate on only one aspect of the writing. They believed that this scoring method could help them 
easily identify their students‟ strengths and weaknesses. The following dialogue was taken from their verbal 











It’s easy to correct guided writing with this scoring method……hmm… 
Easy because we only have to look at one aspect only, right? 
Right. (laugh) 
For classroom assessment, hmmmm…I would say hmmm…… it‟s good but 
aaa……but  not for standardised assessmentlah…… 
Yes, good for classroom assessment, because we can concentrate on one language 
aspect at a time. So it‟s not so stressful.  
Right, right…… Less tension. We can give more practice for students to improve in 
one language aspect at a time. 
 
However, two of them said that it could be a problem for them to devise one new primary trait scoring 
method for each new writing task. All raters who used the primary trait scoring method said that the scoring 
method was very suitable for classroom use because the teachers were given the chance to construct the 
rubrics depending on what trait they wanted to test on the students. The only problem with the scoring 
method was that it would be very troublesome for the teachers to standardise their marking with the other 
teachers in school. They stated that school administrators would normally require them to use the same 
scoring method with other teachers. However, all of them suggested that the scoring method would be 
suitable for assessing daily exercises, and not monthly tests or school-based examinations. The following 













You know what? Hmmm……I say this scoring method is easy… 
Easy?…… 
Yeahhh……because we can construct our own scoring 
rubrics……hmmm…… depending on what trait we want to test our 
students.  
Yes, it‟s true but aaa…… it will be a problem for us to standardised it 
with aaa…. You now… the district and state level examinations. 
So we make use of it for daily exercises onlylahhhh…, not for monthly 
or school-based examination, ok? 
Yeah…I agree. 
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The holistic scoring method was found to be too general and not suitable for assessing guided writing at 
classroom level. All five raters (Raters 11 to 15) who assessed guided writing by using the holistic scoring 
method commented on this. All raters who used the holistic scoring method believed that the scoring 
method was suitable for large-scale assessments. They agreed that this scoring method could be used for 
standardised examinations, but not for classroom-based assessments. One of them said: 
 
This method …..too general. Not suitable, lah…. for classroom assessment. I think 
cannot help students lah. For standardised assessment can lah. 
The raters who used the holistic scoring method expected the scoring rubric to differentiate the marks given 
to language and content. The teachers compared this scoring method with the scoring method used for the 
English Language Papers in the SPM Examination (Malaysian secondary school exit examination) that 
allocated marks for content and language. They believed that the scoring method for the SPM Examination 
provided a fairer judgment for the students‟ overall performance in guided writing, as it gives 15 marks to 
content and 20 marks to language. 
 
The ESL teachers (raters) involved in the assessment of guided writing gave comments about the students‟ 
performance in language and content of the writing. For example, one of them gave comments like this: 
 
I gave this writing poor marks lah… because too many spelling mistakes. And so…… messy. 
Another rater commented: 
 
This student does not know how to organise her points clearly… You 
see…. …all jumbled up. Arghh….I can‟t give good markslah……. 
 
There were also good comments like: 
 
I like to read this writing sample. Very well organised. And words are 
simple……… but clear…… and…… correct too. 
 
Wolfe, Kao and Ranney (1998) considered this kind of verbal reactions as common among raters or 
teachers who assessed students‟ writing. They commented that “when asked to perform a think-aloud task, 
a scorer might make general references to the qualities of an essay that were considered when making an 
evaluative decision. For example, a scorer who uses a general reference to mechanical errors may say 
something like „this paper contains a lot of errors in spelling and punctuation‟”.  This kind of comment was 
among the verbal responses given by the ESL teachers involved in the assessment of guided writing. 
 
The verbal responses recorded from these ESL teachers show that their previous experiences contributed to 
the act of assessments. For example, Rater 6 was convinced by her own pre-conceived ideas about the 
process of making nasi lemak (a kind of Malaysian food). So she made use of her own knowledge about the 
process rather than referring to the writing instructions given. She gave good scores to writing samples that 
included extra information about making nasi lemak. In the verbal records, she said: 
 
I know how to make nasi lemak. I think this student also knows. 
So…… I gave her good marks. I did not refer to the scoring guide you 
know…… but I am confident……this student‟s writing is good. 
 
Rater 9 did not know how to cook nasi lemak. She followed the instruction given in the primary trait 
scoring method to which she closely referred and gave good marks to students who included the 
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Well………I am not good at cooking. But……I love…… nasi lemak Wooooooo……but I 
must admit I don‟t know how to cook it. I don‟t even know the ingredients used. Alas…… 
poor me… But this student educated lah…on how to cook nasi lemak (laugh). So I must 
give her good marks lahh….. because she followed the writing instruction given.  
The holistic scoring method designed for this study required the raters to consider the students‟ overall 
performance in guided writing and not to concentrate on any particular aspect of writing. Five ESL teachers 
(Rater 11 to Rater 15) who said that the holistic scoring method was not suitable for assessing guided 
writing did not concentrate on any particular aspect of language while assessing, but focused on the 
students‟ general performance. However, they were tempted to deduct marks for grammatical errors even 
though the scoring method did not specify the deduction of marks for the errors. This shows that their 
previous experiences might have been used to assess the writing samples. For example, Rater 15 looked at 
whether the students were able to answer the question as required, but would deduct marks for wrong 
format, incorrect sequence connectors and grammatical errors even though the holistic scoring method did 
not require them specifically to deduct marks for such errors. In the verbal protocols recorded, Rater 15 
said: 
 
There‟s no mention in the holistic scoring method……that we should deduct marks for wrong use 
of sequence connectors. Where? No! I think it should be more specific. In guided writing we look 
at whether students follow the writing instructions. That‟s how I correct my students‟ work. I am 
not going to give good marks to this writing sample, you see. 
 
All raters who used the analytic scoring method concentrated on each writing sample while assessing. After 
reading any one piece of writing, they decided on the score from the various aspects before they started to 
assess the next piece of writing. In a discussion held with all the raters, they agreed that they would be able 
to give fairer scores if they looked at one language aspect at a time for every writing sample.  
 
In the discussion, one of the raters who used the analytic scoring method said:  
 
We are only given three and half hours during this workshop. And……  it‟s  afternoon. I feel tired 
and sleepy Arghhh……… I correct my students‟ written work either in the morning or at night. 
Hmmmmm, never during hot afternoons like this. I can‟t look at one language aspect for all writing 
samples at one time. I will just look at overall performance. I think that‟s all I do…. Argh…. 
The comment given by the rater above shows that she needed more time to assess her students‟ written 
work with the analytic scoring method. The language aspects given in the rubrics were content, 
organisation, vocabulary, grammar, and mechanics. This means that when the raters were assessing 20 
writing samples, they should look at the content aspect for all 20 writing samples, and then give marks to 
content for all 20 writing samples. Then they should continue by looking at the organisation aspect for all 
20 writing samples, and give marks for the organisation for all 20 writing samples. They should then do the 
same for the other language aspects of vocabulary, grammar and mechanics. It would be applicable if they 
would be given lesser number of writing samples if they were to look at one aspect at a time. Nonetheless, 
all of them agreed that the analytic scoring method enables them to look at all important aspects of writing. 
Thus, they were confident that they gave fair scores to all the writing samples, even though they had to look 
at one writing sample at a time. 
 
Three raters who used the holistic scoring method said that there were other aspects that motivated them to 
give extra marks to the students‟ guided writing samples. These aspects were not stated in the scoring 
method or in the writing instruction. An example was that some students added extra information that 
showed that they were very good at describing the process of making nasi lemak; they had a sense of 
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This writing got humour lah…… Hahahaha…… Funny, isn‟t it? Adds colour to it. I give extra 
marks to this student. The holistic scoring method does not say I should give extra marks. 
Another rater said: 
 
This student is friendly. I think she has experience lah….. Writing letters to penpal. 
Extra marks for her lah. 
The third rater said: 
 
This student added extra info.  She wrote “nasi lemak tastes better if eaten with chicken curry.” 
True or not, ha guys? I give extra marks to this student. 
 
The raters (Raters 6 to 10) who used the primary trait scoring method to assess guided writing samples 
found it difficult to concentrate only on the process of making nasi lemak as required in the primary trait 
scoring rubrics designed for this study. They were influenced by their previous experience in assessing 
students‟ writing. Three of the raters (Raters 7, 8 and 9) stated that grammatical errors, wrong sentence 
structures and wrong format of writing influenced them when giving marks to the writing samples because 
these aspects hampered the description of making nasi lemak. They were referring to a sample of guided 
writing that they were assessing (see Table 1). 
 
Table 1 Sample of a Student‟s Guided Writing 
Process and Procedures ‘Nasi lemak” 
 
If you want cook „nasi lemak‟ and you like to eat „nasi lemak‟ so much.  You must use the explain 
the steps to cook the „nasi lemak‟.  First, you must prepare the rice cooker.  First, you must wash 
about 1 cup rice before put in rice cooker.  1 cup rice just for three people eat only.  Then, you 
must take grated coconut with water and squeese 2 cups coconut milk.  Next, you must prepare 
the coconut milk, salt, pandan leaves before put in the rice cooker.  After that, put the all prepare 
in the rice cooker.  Finally, you must switch on the rice cooker.  After you cook the rice of „nasi 
lemak.‟  You must cook the fired Anchovies with chillies.  First, you had blend 4 to 5 chillies, cut 
the onions. Then, you must wash the anchovies.  Next, you heat pan before put the anchovies.  
After that, the anchovies must be fry and remove.  Then, fry onions and ground chillies or with 
anchovies.  If you like eat fry anchovies, you can put in „nasi lemak‟ after you cooked or with 
onions and chillies.  Finally, you add salt and fried anchovies and ground chillies.  Remove the 
fried anchovies when it is wells cooked.  You must max the rice and fried Anchovies with chillies 
to eat, you also can put some groundnut, the „nasi lemak‟ look beautiful and like to eat.  I hope 
you can make a tasty „nasi lemak‟ with your family. 
 
The verbal protocols recorded from Raters 7, 8 and 9 when they were deciding on the marks that they 












Well ….If I were to refer to this scoring method, I should give this student, 20 marks 
because she had written a fairly clear process of making nasi lemak. But her writing is full 
of grammatical errors. 
Let me see. Hmmmmm you are right lah. Wrong sentence structures and wrong format 
too. It should be an informal letter, isn‟t it? 
This is the weakness of this primary trait scoring method. I would give this writing only 
15 marks even though the primary trait scoring method says I should give 20 for its fair 
description of the process. 
Oh I think this student deserves only five marks. 
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Only one rater who used the primary trait scoring method said that she felt comfortable concentrating on 
only one language aspect of the writing (that is the process of making nasi lemak). This rater said: 
 
Things easier for me, I think. To look at one aspect of writing only. So……… when I give 
feedback to my students, I can just talk about one aspect only. 
 
The five raters who used the holistic scoring method to assess the guided writing samples found that the 
holistic scoring method was too general. They could not help themselves from deducting marks for errors. 
They believed that the holistic marking system was too lenient. They tended to be strict with the students‟ 
errors when they assessed the writing samples, even though the holistic scoring method did not require 
them to do so. This comment is in agreement with the general comment that “the holistic scoring method 
was based on the overall impression of the script” (Weigle, 2002:112), and therefore might miss out many 
pertinent points that relate to the assessment of writing. Even though the teachers assessed the guided 
writing samples by using different scoring methods they identified similar samples as good or poor. For 
example, Sample 1 was identified as a poor writing sample.  
 
The Assessment of Summary Writing 
 
All five ESL teachers (Raters 16 to 20) who assessed summary writing by using the holistic scoring method 
found it difficult to assess the students‟ ability to write the content because the holistic scoring method did 
not go into the details of giving marks for content. They said that assessing the content of summary writing 
was very important, and that the scoring method should not ignore this aspect. The following dialogue is 












You see, I always train my students to concentrate on the content 
of summary writing. But no marks for content here, lah… 
Hmmm difficult lah… like that.  
Yeah, right. SPM scoring method gives 10 marks for content… 5 
marks for style and presentation. And look at this holistic scoring 
method. Too general lah….   
So then easier for us lah. 
(laugh) Yeah…glaring weakness of holistic scoring method. 
What do you think, haaa..? 
Yes, yes…. 
  
However, when asked about the strengths of the holistic scoring method all five raters who used this 
scoring method to assess summary writing agreed that they did not have to read the summary writing 
thoroughly to give marks, thus, saving time in marking. The holistic scoring method looks at a piece of 
writing as a whole. These five ESL teachers (Raters 16 to 20) confirmed that the holistic scoring method 
was suitable for assessing summary writing if there were too many samples to assess. Rater 20 added that 
teachers faced less stress in marking. She also said that teachers were able to give extra marks to their 
students because the holistic scoring method was not as strict as the analytic scoring method. The following 
is Raters 20‟s verbal response: 
 
Well…… even though the holistic scoring method is too general I would say teachers face 
less stress in marking. I have seen the analytic scoring method, you know. It is so strict, the 
descriptors, I mean. But this holistic scoring method is not so strict. So……. can be more 
lenient lah with  students. 
 
The five ESL teachers (Raters 21 to 25) who assessed summary writing during the fifth seminar and 
workshop listed a few weaknesses of the primary trait scoring method. The raters believed that the scoring 
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It was observed that Raters 6 to 10 who used the primary trait scoring method to assess guided writing 
during the second seminar and workshop and Raters 21 to 25 who used the same scoring method to assess 
summary writing during the fifth seminar and workshop seemed to be more relaxed as compared to the 
other ESL teachers who used the holistic scoring method and the analytic scoring method. They also spent 
less time assessing during the seminars and workshops, as compared to the other ESL teachers who used 
the other two scoring methods to assess summary writing.  
 
During the one-day seminar and workshop, three and half hours (11.00 am to 12.30 pm, and 2.00 pm to 
4.00 pm) were allocated for the ESL teachers to assess the writing samples. The ESL teachers who used the 
primary trait scoring method spent less than two hours and the ESL teachers who used the other two 
scoring methods spent the whole three and half hours allocated for them. However, these teachers found 
that the primary trait scoring method could not be used to assess the overall writing ability. It was too 
focused and did not cover all language aspects. Nonetheless they agreed that this scoring method could be 
used for classroom assessments. The following dialogue is taken from their verbal responses to the primary 












This scoring method too focused, right? 
Yeah. Do not cover all language aspects. Difficult to see 
students‟ overall performance lah. 
But for classroom assessment only, then suitable, I say. 
Why do you say so? 
Because we can focus our teaching on whatever trait. 
Makes our job much, much easier, isn‟t it? 
Agreed. 
All the five ESL teachers (Raters 26 to 30) who assessed summary writing samples by using the analytic 
scoring method during the sixth one-day seminar and workshop found that the analytic scoring method was 
not only suitable for assessing classroom-based summary writing, but was also suitable for the standardised 
examination. The reasons given were that the analytic scoring method would enable teachers to assess all 
language aspects of the summary writing. The analytic scoring method was also found to be time-
consuming and that it was only suitable for a class with a small number of students. The dialogue below 











I think this scoring method not only suitable for classroom 
assessment but also for standardised assessment. 
 
Yes, right. Can see overall language performance with it. 
And students too can be happy.  
But time-consuming lah. Don‟t you think so? 
If small number of students, good lah. 
 
The raters agreed that the analytic scoring method was suitable for all students whether they were proficient 
or weak in the language because all language aspects were included in the scoring rubrics. Thus, every 
student would be able to obtain some marks for their efforts in writing. Apart from that, teachers would be 
able to identify their students‟ strengths and weaknesses and plan for remedial classes.  The ESL teachers 
who used the analytic scoring method also found that by using the analytic scoring method they could give 
better judgment on their students‟ performance in summary writing. The rubrics in this scoring method 
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Table 2 Sample of a Student‟s Summary Writing 
 
Dyslexic children face difficulty in writing and reading as they are like mirror handwriting.  They 
usuallysee „b‟ as „d‟ and „was‟ as „saw‟.  They are also have the ability to write from right to left. Some 
scientistproves, that there were abnormalities in the left hemisphere of their brains.  That is the area that it 
dealswith language.  It explains connection between the dyslexic with his inability to read, write, spell 
andmemorise tables.  Dyslexic children will find difficulty copying from the blackboard, spell his 
lettersproperly and also read books. If a dyslexic children suffer from mild condition, it won‟t affect their 
grades.But if it is severe, they will remain illiterate.  They are also called “slow-learners”.  They need 
extraguidance and patience.  Parents should teach their children themselves.  An educational psychologist 
canhelp by having special programmes.  Parents should help emotionally because the child face pressures 
bothhome and school. They should help them develop in his talent.  Parents also must never make them 
felt thatthey were totally useless.  Family should be caring and understanding to develop his own talents. 
 
            
The Assessment of Essay Writing  
 
The verbal responses given by Raters 31 to 45 did not show that they had similar opinions about the 
assessment procedures used to score the essays. For example, during the seventh seminar and workshop 
Raters 31 to 35 who used the holistic scoring method gave eight marks to essay writing sample (see Table 
3). Even though they gave the same score to the writing sample they gave different reasons for their 
decisions. 
 
The following dialogue was Raters 31 to 35‟s verbal responses when they were making decisions on the 












There are many grammatical errors in this writing. 
Right, right… the errors are found in all sentences.  
Yeah…. every sentence. And look at this scoring rubric. It 
says if the writing sample has numerous errors we should 
only give between 5 to 9 marks. But I give 8 marks. 
And I give this writing sample 8 marks too because it is 
very disorganised, fragmented and not cohesive. 
And I think the student who wrote this writing sample did 
not plan. No planning. Planning very important.  
You know what. I feel sorry for this student. I would love 
to give good marks because he wrote a good essay about 
Langkawi Island. A good one. A good essay. Hmmm… I 
have no choice. 
 
These differences of opinion among raters who used the holistic scoring method noted that even though the 
scoring method was given as guidelines, the teachers who assessed the essays emphasised on different 
descriptors in the scoring guide to come to their decision. The verbalisation lends weight to the claim made 
by Weigle (2002: 114) who found this a disadvantage of the holistic scoring method as raters do not 
necessarily use the same criteria to arrive at the same score.      
 
The ESL teachers who used the holistic scoring method to assess essay writing during the seventh seminar 
and workshop found this scoring method to be an advantage to the weaker students and a disadvantage to 
the better students. They believed that the weaker students could have the chance to score better marks 
because the rubrics in the scoring method did not look into details of the performance specifically with 
regard to the language and the content of the writing. The better students who were good in the language 
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Table 3 Sample of a Student‟s Essay Writing 
DESCRIBE AN INTERESTING PLACE THAT YOU HAVE VISITED 
 
The most interesting place that had I visited is Langkawi Island.  Langkawi Island is place legend about 
Mahsuri Langkawi.  Many interesting place in Langkawi Island.  It is place for happy together family 
and gets knowledge.  Langkawi Island is situated in Kedah.  Langkawi Island is a famous about 
Mahsuri Langkawi because it is a legend. 
 
Langkawi Island is a place beautiful and many interesting place.  It is place suitable for gets and gain 
knowledge about legend.  The interesting place that is Makam Mahsuri, Tasik Bunting, Eagle plain, 
plain Beras terbakar, Mahsuri house and others.  I likes to see and visited Mahsuri house and Tasik 
Bunting.  It is a beautiful place and most interesting. 
 
Mahsuri legend is about the woman beautiful was killed because to libel the people.  She was find at 
Tasik Bunting by the old man.  The man that bring Mahsuri back to home.  Their together to kept 
Mahsuri.  That is about legend Mahsuri Langkawi was I know about it. 
Langkawi Island is place suitable for holiday.  I always go to Langkawi island for holiday together 
family.  That place has a beach and sea very beautiful.  It is place suitable for release out tension. 
 
I feel was very happy come to Langkawi Island because it is the place are very interesting.  I was 
unhappy about Mahsuri Langkawi was she killed by the people.  She was lible the people.  But that is a 
legend.  Langkawi Island is a place for I and my family go to holiday and happy together.  Anyway, I 
come again to Langkawi Island.  Langkawi Island is Island a legend about Mahsuri Langkaw 
       
The ESL teachers believed that the holistic scoring method was the best for classroom teachers who had too 
many students in their classroom. They came out with this comment after they found that not much time 
was spent on assessing each writing script during the seminar and workshop. They believed that this was 
due to the fact that the rubrics in the holistic scoring method did not require them to read the students‟ 
writing samples more than once. After reading a writing sample once they could already give a score. 
Weigle (2002:112) supported this statement and said that it was faster (and therefore less expensive) to read 
a script once and assign a single score by using the holistic scoring method.   
 
The ESL teachers who used the analytic scoring method to assess guided writing, summary writing and 
essay writing took a longer time to assess each script, as compared to the other ESL teachers who used the 
holistic scoring method and the primary trait scoring method. The three and a half hours (11.00 am to 12.30 
pm, and 2.00 pm to 4.00 pm) allocated for them to assess the written work was fully used by the ESL 
teachers who used the analytic scoring method, whereas the ESL teachers who used the other two scoring 
methods were able to complete the exercise in less than three hours. This was observed during the nine 
seminars and workshops conducted in this study. The teachers had to look into each language aspect and 
then calculate the average scores of all language aspects to get the final score for each script. This was the 
major disadvantage of the analytic scoring method as pointed out by Weigle (2002:120). She mentioned 
that the analytic scoring method took a longer time than the holistic scoring method since readers were 
required to make more than one decision for every script.  
 
The ESL teachers found that the analytic scoring method was time-consuming, which explained why they 
took a long time to assess each script. However, they agreed that this scoring method was useful for 
assessing performance of a student since it covered all language aspects in writing. Weigle (2002:120) 
found this to be true because she stated that the analytic scoring method provided more useful diagnostic 
information about students‟ writing abilities. The five ESL teachers (Raters 36 to 40) who assessed essay 
writing by using the analytic scoring method agreed that the analytic scoring method was suitable for 
classroom-based assessments provided that the number of scripts given to each teacher was reduced. The 
following dialogue was recorded when Raters 36 to 40 assessed essay writing using the analytic scoring 






ISSN 2309-0081                Othman  (2014) 




  www.irss.academyirmbr.com                                                                                 October 2014                                                                                      
 International Review of Social Sciences                                                       Vol. 2 Issue.10 




















Rater 39:  
I am sure the analytic scoring method is suitable for classroom assessment of 
continuous writing.  
But it takes too much time to correct all the essays with this scoring method. Does that 
mean a minus point for this scoring method?  
Not necessary. We can always overcome that problem. It is still suitable for classroom 
assessment but we can suggest that it is suitable for a class with less than 20 students. 
As it is now most classes in Malaysian secondary schools have more than 40 students.  
Well… that might take ten years from now to implement such suggestion. There are 
more and more students we get in each class. Hmmmm…. 
Right. True! But that is not our problem, is it? Our problem here is to see whether this 
scoring method is suitable or not for classroom assessments. That is all.  
So…. What is your opinion?  
I think it is very suitable because it could be used to assess the overall performance of 
a student. You see…. it covers all language aspects in writing.  
How about you? (asking Rater 39) 
Ahhh? Oh.. me. Of course I agree. I agree that it is suitable for classroom assessment.  
 
The comments from Raters 36 to 40 as shown in the dialogue above indicated that they agreed to the 
suitability of the analytic scoring method for classroom assessments. The five ESL teachers who assessed 
guided writing during the first seminar and workshop and the five ESL teachers who assessed summary 
writing during the sixth seminar and workshop also recorded the same comments about the analytic scoring 
method.      
 
The five ESL teachers (Raters 41 to 45) who assessed essay writing using the primary trait scoring method 
during the ninth seminar and workshop unanimously agreed that it could not be used to assess essay writing 
for a standardised examination because it did not cover all language aspects of writing. However, these 
ESL teachers agreed that this scoring method could be used for classroom-based assessments. In addition to 
that, these teachers commented that the scoring method was very suitable for classroom use because the 
teachers were given the chance to construct the rubrics depending on what trait they wanted to test on the 























All     :      
You know what? I am the least experienced among you all. But I think I dare say this 
scoring method is not suitable for the standardised assessment of continuous writing. Too 
focused. No detail descriptions. 
Well…. I am the most experienced among all of you.. (laugh). Just jokinglah..  
Eh, but it‟s true. You are the most experienced. What do you think? Suitable or not? 
Well… for the SPM Examination, definitely lahhh… not suitable at all. Hhhhhh…. You 
see we can‟t assess students‟ performance in continuous writing just by looking at one 
language aspect only. We have to assess the overall performance of the students.  
Hey… We should be evaluating this scoring method for classroom assessment, you 
know. Not for standardised assessment. 
Hei… You are right. And aaa… I think the primary trait scoring method is so suitable for 
classroom assessment. I like this scoring method because I don‟t have to look at too 
many details. It saves time and energy. And hmmmm… I can always construct my own 
primary trait scoring method depending on what trait I want to evaluate. And……. Some 
more….. Aaaa….. if I want to look at my students‟ performance in grammar. Then I… 
I.. just focus on grammar. Like this one. Its focus is just on description. It‟s good too, 
you know. We are just looking at how students describe using suitable vocabulary. We 
can test vocabulary. 
Oh yes… we hmmm… just got side-tracked just now. Of course me too, agree that it‟s 
suitable for classroom assessment. But it‟s not wrong to look at whether it‟s suitable or 
not for standardised assessment. How about you all? (asking Raters 41, 42 and 45) 
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The verbal responses as recorded by the 45 ESL teachers in this study gave some information about the 
suitability of the scoring methods for classroom assessments. Each scoring method was found to have its 
own strengths and weaknesses (see Table 4). The analytic scoring method was found to be suitable not only 
for classroom assessments but also for standardised assessment of guided writing, summary writing and 
essay writing. The teachers believed that they could give fairer scores to their students with this scoring 
method. This was due to its detailed descriptors that covered all language aspects of writing. However, the 
analytic scoring method was found to be time-consuming. The teachers said that this scoring method could 
be used effectively for classroom assessments only if there were fewer numbers of students in each class. 
As it was, they had 40 to 50 students in each classroom and it was difficult for them to complete assessing 
each student‟s writing within a limited time given. 
 







Save time to correct students‟ work.  
Less stress and tension for teachers. 
Weaker students can score better.  
An advantage to the weaker students. 
Suitable for large-scale assessment that 
involve many students. 
Not so strict like the analytic. 
 
Too general, and not specific.  
No allocation of marks for content in guided and 
summary writing. 
Too lenient. 
No allocation of marks for content in summary 
writing. 
A disadvantage to the better students. 
Not suitable for guided writing. 
Not suitable for classroom assessment. 
Different raters look at different criteria for scoring 





The scoring rubrics cover all language 
aspects. 
Suitable for students of all proficiency 
level. 
Better judgment. 
Suitable for both classroom-based and 
standardised assessment. 
Can plan remedial classes. 
Scoring rubrics are more detail. 
Suitable for guided, summary and 
continuous writing. 
Too detailed. 
Time consuming.  
Very tiring.  






Easy to refer to 
Better concentration 
Less time spent on marking 
Can concentrate on one language aspect 
at a time. 
Easy to correct guided writing. 
Suitable for students‟ daily exercises. 
Helpful for teachers who prefer to 
construct their own scoring rubrics. 
Cannot be standardised with other teachers‟ 
scoring 
Lenient 
The marks given cannot generalise students‟ 
overall performance 
Too focused 
Does not cover all language aspects 
Cause problems to teachers who have to devise 
new scoring methods for each writing task. 
Not suitable for monthly tests. 
Difficult for teachers to concentrate on one aspect 
only because they are used to correct all language 
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The holistic scoring method was said to be too general and could not be used to effectively assess students‟ 
overall writing ability. The scoring method was also found to be a disadvantage to the good students but an 
advantage to the weaker students due to its general descriptors that might overlook certain language aspects 
in writing. However, when these teachers took into consideration the big number of students that they had 
in each classroom they preferred to use the holistic scoring method because it did not require them to spend 
too much time assessing each writing script. 
 
The teachers who gave their verbal responses during the seminars and workshops considered the primary 
trait scoring method as the most suitable for classroom assessments of guided writing, summary writing and 
essay writing. They believed that by using this scoring method, they could concentrate on one language 
aspect at a time in each lesson. The only weakness the teachers found in this scoring method was that the 
descriptors in the scoring rubrics could only be used for a specific writing instruction at a time. At other 
times they had to write new descriptors for the scoring rubrics. 
 
The three scoring methods had their own unique features and were found to be suitable for certain 
situations in the classrooms. For example, teachers might consider using the holistic scoring method to 
assess essay writing if they had more than 40 students in a classroom. In a situation where teachers had less 
than 20 students in their classrooms, they might want to use the primary trait scoring method to assess all 
the three types of direct writing. For monthly or end of year tests and examinations, the teachers might use 
the analytic scoring method to assess their students‟ writing ability as the scoring method could help the 
teachers identify their students‟ overall performance in writing.  
 
Each scoring method was found to have its own strengths and weaknesses. Thus, it is recommended that 
teachers should use all three scoring methods for classroom assessments of direct writing. Students need a 
variety of methods since three types of scoring methods provide different information about detailed 
assessments. This is in line with Rabinowitz‟s (2001) suggestions that teachers should provide information 





Airasian, P.W. (2001). Classroom Assessment Concepts & Application. (4
th
 Ed.) Boston: McGraw-Hill 
Higher Education. 
Allen, H.B. and Campbell, R.N. (1972). Teaching English As A Second Language. (2
nd
 Ed.) Bombay: 
TATA McGraw-Hill Publishing Co. 
Arshad Abd. Samad (2004). Essentials of Language Testing for Malaysian Teachers. Serdang: Universiti 
Putra Malaysia Press.  
Bachman, L.F. and Palmer, A.S. (1996). Language Testing in Practice: Designing and Developing Useful 
Language Tests. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Bachman, L.F. (1990). Fundamental Considerations in Language Testing. (6
th
 Impression). Oxford: Oxford 
       University Press. 
Bailey, K.M. (1998). Learning about Language Assessment. Dilemmas, Decisions, and Directions. USA: 
Heinle & Heinle Publishers. 
Black, P. and William, D. (1998). Inside the Black Box: Raising Standards Through Classroom 
Assessment. Phi Delta Kappan. October, 1998. Retrieved at 
http://www.pdkintl.org/kappan/kbla9810.htm on 14th June 2006.    
Brennan, R.L. and Johnson, E.G. (1995). Generalizability of performance assessments in Educational 
Measurement (H.W. Wilson – Educ); (Abstract). 
Brown, H.D. (2001). Teaching by principles: An interactive approach to Language pedagogy. 2
nd
 edition. 
New York: Addison Wesley Longman, Inc. 






ISSN 2309-0081                Othman  (2014) 




  www.irss.academyirmbr.com                                                                                 October 2014                                                                                      
 International Review of Social Sciences                                                       Vol. 2 Issue.10 





Centre for Excellence in Learning and Teaching (2003). Guide to classroom observation. Pennsylvania: 
The Pennsylvania State University. 
Centre for Instructional Development and Research (2003). Classroom  observation. Seattle: University of 
       Washington. 
Cohen, A.D. (1994). Assessing Language Ability in the Classroom. 2
nd
 Ed.Wadsworth: Heinle and Heinle 
Publishers. 
College Composition and Communication (2001). CCCC statement on second language writing and 
writers. Urbana; Vol. 52, Iss 4. 
Cooper, C.R. and Odell, L. (1977). Evaluating Writing: Describing, Measuring, Judging. Buffalo: National 
       Council of Teachers of English. 
Crehan, K.D. and Hudson, R. (2001). A comparison of two scoring strategies for performance assessments 
in Educational Research Quarterly. West Monroe. 
Davies, P. and Pearse, E (2000). Success in English Teaching. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Ellis (1997). Second language acquisition. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Gay, L.R. (1992). Educational Research: Competencies for analysis and application. 4
th
 Ed. New York: 
Macmillan Publishing Company. 
Gorman, T.P., Purves A.C. and Degenhart R.E. (1988). The IEA Study of Written Composition I: The 
International Writing Tasks and Scoring Scales. Oxford: Pergamon Press (Vol 5). 
Grabe, W. and Kaplan, R.B. (1996). Theory and Practice of Writing. London: Longman 
Hamp-Lyons, L. (1990). Second language writing: assessment issues in Kroll, B (Ed). Second language 
writing: Research insights for the classroom. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Harpin, W. (1976). The Second ‘R’ Writing Development in the Junior School. London: George Allen & 
Unwin Ltd. 
Hayes, Hatch and Silk (2000). Does holistic assessment predict writing performance?: Estimating the 
consistency of students performance on holistically scored writing assignments in Written 
Communication; Beverly Hills; Vol 17; Issue 1. 
Heck, R.H. and Crislip, M. (2001). Direct and indirect writing assessment: Examining issues of equity and 
utility in Educational Evaluation and policy analysis. Washington: American Educational Research 
Association. 
Hedge, T. (2000). Teaching and Learning in the Language Classroom. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Henning, G. (1987). A Guide to Language Testing. Development. Evaluation.Research. Boston: Heinle & 
Heinle Publishers. 
Henning, T.B. (2002). Beyond standardized testing: A case study in assessment‟s transformative power in  
English Leadership Quarterly; Vol. 24, Issue 3. Urbana 
Hughes, A (1989). Testing for Language Teachers. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Hughes, A (2003). Testing for Language Teachers. 2
nd
 Ed. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Jahja Umar. (13-15 September 2005). The Epistemology of School-Based Assessment and Assessment for 
Learning in the Eastern Civilization: The Linkage to Current Knowledge and Practices. Paper 
presented at the International Colloquium on Educational Assessment: The Future of  Educational 
Assessment organised jointly by the Ministry of Education Malaysia and Asia-Pacific Economic 
Cooperation, Kuala Lumpur.  
Johnson, Penny and Gordon (2001). Score resolution and the interrater reliability of holistic scores in rating 
essays in Written Communication. Beverly Hills. Vol. 18, Issue. 2. 
Ketter, J. and Pool, J. (2001). Exploring the Impact of a High-Stakes Direct Writing Assessment in Two 
High School Classrooms in Research in the Teaching of English: 35, 3; Proquest Education Journals. 
Kuusela, H. and Paul, P. (2000). A comparison of concurrent and retrospective verbal protocol analysis in 
The American Journal of Psychology; 113, 3; Academic Research Library.  
Lucisano P. and Kadar-Fulop J. (1988 ). The summary tasks in The IEA Study of Written Composition 1: 
The International Writing Tasks and Scoring Scales. Gorman, T.P. Purves A.C. & Degenhart R.E. 
Oxford: Pergamon Press. 
Malaysian Examinations Syndicate (2004). Format Pentaksiran Bahasa Inggeris SPM 2004. Kuala 
Lumpur: Kementerian Pendidikan Malaysia. 






ISSN 2309-0081                Othman  (2014) 




  www.irss.academyirmbr.com                                                                                 October 2014                                                                                      
 International Review of Social Sciences                                                       Vol. 2 Issue.10 





Merriam, S.B. (1988). Case Study Research In Education - A Qualitative Approach. San Francisco: Jossey-
Bass Inc., Publishers. 
Miller, M.D. and Linn, R.L. (2000). Validation of performance-based assessments in Applied  
Psychological Measurement, Dec. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publication. 
National Assessment of Educational Progress (2001). The NAEP narrative writing scoring guides in Gifted 
Child Today. Waco: Prufrock Press. 
Normah binti Othman (2004).“ESL Teachers‟ Assessment of Essay Writing” in ELT Matters 1 – Issues in 
English Language Learning and Teaching (Jayakaran Mukundan ,Dzeelfa Zainal Abidin and Aziz 
Hussin ((Editors)), Universiti Putra Malaysia Press) 
Normah binti Othman (2006). Assessment of Direct Writing in ESL Classrooms in Selected Malaysian 
Secondary Schools. Ph.D Thesis. Universiti Putra Malaysia. 
Normah binti Othman (2009). Teaching and Assessing Three Types of Direct Writing in Malaysian ESL 
Classrooms – A Survey of ESL Teachers‟ Opinions. In English Language Journal Vol. 3 2009 ISSN 
1823-6820. Tanjong Malim: Universiti Pendidikan Sultan Idris Press. 
Normah binti Othman (2010). Assessment of Direct Writing in Malaysian Secondary Schools. Kuantan: 
Universiti Malaysia Pahang  
Oller J.W. Jr. and Perkins K. (1980). Research in Language Testing. Massachusetts: Newbury House 
Publishers, Inc. 
Rabinowitz, S. (2001). Balancing state and local assessments in School Administrator. Arlington: American 
Association of School Administrators; Vol. 58; Issue 11. 
Robertson, L.D. (13-15 September 2005). School-Based Assessment and Assessment for Learning: 
Concept, Theory and Practice. Paper presented at the International Colloquium on Educational 
Assessment: The Future of Educational Assessment organised jointly by the Ministry of Education 
Malaysia and Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation, Kuala Lumpur.  
Rogers, P.S. & Rymer, J. (2001). Analytical tools to facilitate transitions into new writing contexts: A 
communicative perspective in The journal of Business Communication; Urbana; April 2001. 
Rowntree, D. (1987). Assessing Students: How shall we know them? New York: Nichols Publishing 
Company. 
Rucker, M.L. and Thomson, S. (2003). Assessing student learning outcomes: An Investigation of the 
relationship among feedback measures in College Student Journal. Mobile: Vol. 37, Iss 3: pg. 400. 
Scarsellone, J.M. (1998). Analysis of observational data in speech and language research using 
generalizability theory in Journal of Speech, Language, and Hearing Research. Rockville; Dec 1998.  
Serafini, F. (2001). Three paradigms of assessment: Measurement, procedure, and inquiry in The Reading 
Teacher; Dec 2000/Jan 2001; Newark: International Reading Association.  
Stiggins, R.J. (2002). Assessment crisis: The absence of assessment for learning In Phi Delta Kappan; 
Bloomington; June 2002; Vol. 83; Issue 10. 
Stobart, G. (2001). The validity of National Curriculum assessment in British Journal of Educational 
Studies, ISSN 0007-1005 Vol. 49 No.1, pp 26-39.  
Swartz, C.W., Hooper, S.R., Montgomery, J.W., Wakely, M.B., et al (1999). Using generalizability theory 
to estimate the reliability of  writing scores derived from holistic and analytical scoring methods in 
Educational and Psychological Measurement; Durham; Vol. 59, Issue 3; pg. 492. 
Takala, S. (1988). Origins of the International Study of Writing in The IEA Study of Written Composition 1: 
The International Writing Tasks and Scoring  Scales. Gorman, T.P. Purves, A.C. & Degenhart, R.E. 
Oxford: Pergamon Press. 
Vahapassi, A. (1988). The Domain of School Writing and Development of the Writing Tasks in The IEA 
Study of Written Composition 1: The International Writing Tasks and Scoring Scales. Gorman T.P., 
Purves A.C. & Degenhart R.E. Oxford: Pergamon Press. 
Ward, A.W. and Murray, M. (1999). Assessment in the Classroom. Belmont: Wadsworth Publishing 
Company. 
Weigle, S.C. (2002). Assessing Writing. (Series Editors: Alderson, J.C. and Bachman, L.F.) Cambridge: 






ISSN 2309-0081                Othman  (2014) 




  www.irss.academyirmbr.com                                                                                 October 2014                                                                                      
 International Review of Social Sciences                                                       Vol. 2 Issue.10 





White J. and Lofqvist G. (1988). Pragmatic Writing Tasks. in The IEA Study of Written Composition 1: The  
International Writing Tasks and Scoring Scales  Gorman T.P., Purves A.C. & Degenhart R.E. Oxford: 
Pergamon Press. 
Wilcox B.L. (2002). Alternative assessment in English Leadership Quarterly; Urbana; Vol. 24. Urbana: 
National Council of Teachers of English. 
Wolf, S.N.; Wolf, K.P. & Carpenter, M. (2002). Teaching true and to the test in writing in Language Arts; 
Urbana; Jan. 2002.  
Wolfe, E.W., Kao, Chi-Wen and Ranney, M. (1998). Cognitive differences in proficient and nonproficient 
essay scorers in Written Communication; Oct. 1998; Beverly Hills: Sage Publications, Inc.  
 
 
 
